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[The following article is reproduced with permission of the Washington-based Council on
Hemispheric Affairs (COHA). It was published in the Jan. 26, 1994 edition of COHA's biweekly
publication, "Washington Report on the Hemisphere."]
Aside from the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the bulk of economic news
emanating from Latin America over the past year has dealt with the repercussions resulting from
the battle over enacting the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement of Tariffs and Trade (GATT).
The region's concern with the protracted GATT negotiations stemmed from experience with both
tariffs and non-tariff barriers to trade which have favored the economic interests of the US and
the European Community (EC). Regional policy makers had hoped that the most recent round
of talks would achieve a reduction in prejudicial trade restrictions. Hemispheric observers had
long maintained that trade restrictions placed on Latin America's exports to the industrialized
nations hurt the demand for its products, thereby hindering development. This led to the cutting
of Latin America's export potential when outside aid was drying up and commercial loans were
almost unattainable, thus mandating budgetary austerity moves, stretching both the funds and the
motivation for already strapped social programs.
Despite a global philosophy that trade should be conducted on a non-discriminatory basis, the
short shrift given by GATT to Latin America's largest economic sector, agriculture, represented
continuing frustration for the region, which felt it was being punished despite faithfully following
World Bank and International Monetary Fund restructuring recommendations and all of the
other neoliberal strictures. The result was that the hemisphere's future growth model was being
compromised because of the discrimination facing the trade sector most important to its economy,
agriculture.
Even in the manufacturing sector the region's second most important area of economic activity
Latin American products were facing quotas and high import tariffs in the industrial nations. The
final GATT agreement worked out in December allowed for higher levels of US and European farm
subsidies than did the original text, which will result in lower returns for Latin American grain and
other produce exports over the next few years. As Brazil's Foreign Minister Celso Amorin stated,
"there is little in the negotiations for Latin America, and some of it is negative for us."
Rather than help Latin Americans negotiate fair tariffs for their commodities, GATT largely made
concessions to US and European demands, while ignoring some of the region's concerns. [Editor's
note: At the Uruguay Round negotiations in December, Asian and Latin American nations alike
energetically complained that their countries were given little voice in the agreements outlined in
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the final text, which largely reflects compromises reached between the EC and the US, with only
marginal input from developing countries. The principal objection in Latin America is that the
final accord allows the US and European countries to provide much greater subsidies for domestic
farmers than originally contemplated, which will limit the opening of those markets to Latin
American agricultural exports. Among other things, however, developing countries also bitterly
criticized the US-European agreement to allow the advanced industrialized nations to continue
imposing "anti-dumping" tariffs on low-priced imported goods, which could especially hurt Asian
and Latin American exporters. For previous coverage of Latin American criticisms of the Uruguay
Round negotiations.
Some Latin Americans argue that the Uruguay Round's completion on Dec. 16 signals a stronger
voice in global trade negotiations for the region by reducing the barriers presently imposed by
the industrialized countries. Guatemala's Agriculture Minister Luis Arturo del Valle noted that
"the most important aspect of the GATT agreement will be the establishment of clear trade rules."
GATT's ultimate success within the hemisphere could depend on its ability to meet the specific
needs of regional economies.
The international lending agencies and private financial institutions would like it to act as a neutral
forum where trade regulations can be negotiated amongst trading blocs rather than bilaterally
between individual countries. Area leaders such as Argentine President Carlos Menem and Mexican
President Carlos Salinas, argue that having US and EC trade restrictions on Latin American
products commensurate with those placed on Asian goods will help the region compete in the global
market.
Further, the reduction of subsidies on US and EC agricultural production, even though they are
not at the zero level, would allow Latin America to compete on something closer to a level playing
field, representing significant improvement compared to the past. While much has been made
in the international forum of the search for a framework that would define the manner in which
rich and poor nations interact with one another, perhaps GATT's implementation offers a clue to
the next horizon. If GATT succeeds in mediating tariff reductions and ultimately leads to the total
elimination of trade barriers within as well as outside the hemisphere, this will provide a boost for
the prevailing trend in Latin American nations to define themselves in terms of global markets and
not ideologies.
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